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PROVIDING A VOICE FOR A PEOPLE: THE LONGEVITY OF GLORIA ANZALDUA’S
BORDERLANDS/LA FRONTERA: THE NEW MESTIZA
Valerie Garza
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza
Gloria Anzaldua
Aunt Lute, 1987, 203 pp.; $12.95; ISBN: 1-879960-12-5 (paperback)
Gloria Anzaldua tells us that a border is meant to divide, to separate us from them, and
designate places that are safe and unsafe. This division created by borders ultimately gives those
on opposite sides reason to fear, detest, and abuse one another. A product of this division, a
borderland is created by “emotional residue” (3) of those affected by the boundary. The TexasMexican border is one such region that is saturated in this emotional residue. This region is rich
in culture and history, and in her book, Borderlands La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria
Anzaldua walks us through this complex border culture through essays infused with emotionallycharged personal experiences, thought-provoking historical backgrounds, and linguisticallyengaging poems. Anzaldua succeeded in creating a highly significant and influential work that is
still often discussed and cited 30 years after its original publication. Anzaldua is a pioneer in
Chicana-Feminist Theory, and Borderlands has survived as one of the most important works in
this field for its ability to articulate the cultural realities of people living along a border.
Semi-autobiographical in nature, Borderlands sketches a few of these cultural realities in
essays infused with Anzaldua’s personal experience. Anzaldua, born in 1942 in Harlingen,
Texas, was the first of her family to leave home. This move would start her journey into
becoming one of the most influential scholars in Chicana-Feminist studies. And it is through
discussing her experiences—her refusal to submit to domestic obligations dictated by her
culture—that Anzaldua introduces us to the Shadow-Beast. The Shadow-Beast is a “rebel” (16)
that lives in her; it refuses to take orders from anyone, including herself; it refuses to be
restrained by anyone and will act out when its time and space is infringed upon. The concept of a
Shadow-Beast is universal; it is the thing inside us that recognizes oppression, injustice, or flaws
in a system and reacts through rebellion. As in Anzaldua’s case, it may even be the thing inside
us that pushes us to challenge our own conscious views, especially if those views are ones
created from culture, meant to “other” individuals.
With a critical eye and through potent rhetoric, Anzaldua discusses this “othering” of
individuals in Mexican-American/Chican@ culture. These discussions are in many ways the
foundational points that critics use when analyzing patriarchal workings of this border culture.
Anzaldua unapologetically exposes cultural realities regarding the “othering” of women, taking a
look at the role of power in culture. Men create the rules and laws of a culture while “women
transmit them” (16). The woman is taught by her culture and religion to be subservient to males,
and to be complacent in the few roles she may take: nun, prostitute, or mother. Anzaldua
highlights the struggles of women at the time, but these ideas are still very much relevant today.
We must recognize inequality and injustice when we see it because only then can a people grow
and develop and prosper. The cultural conventions of “othering” border women may not be as
limiting as they once were, but there is progress still to be made. Anzaldua shows us that it is
important to discuss issues and call attention to these harsh cultural realities. What has made her
thoughts on power and culture so relevant today is that, as we have seen in this recent political
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climate, there still exist various levels of oppression for people of color, women, and LGBTQ+
communities.
For many years now, even language has been under attack by those who insist that people
in America—a country which still has no official language—speak “American.” When reading
Borderlands, however, one must note the ubiquitous use of Spanish within the text. As much as
Anzaldua is of mestiz@ blood, her book reflects that mixture through language. The use of
language in this work is highly important, as language defines an individual and a people.
Language and its representative qualities are discussed in “How to Tame a Wild Tongue.” In it,
Anzaldua explains that her use of Chican@ Spanish and Tex-Mex is a significant part of her
identity—she is her language. Linguistic identity is a “twin skin” (59) of her ethnic identity. This
message may resonate with anyone who has a unique vernacular or dialect. It is far too common
that individuals whose speech diverts from Standard American English are told that the way they
speak is wrong or not academic. Anzaldua, through Borderlands as a whole, proves that her
dialect is not only valid, but it can create a highly academic work which itself serves to represent
the mestizaje—the mixing of blood, cultures, languages—she writes about.
While Anzaldua discusses language as identity, the subject of her identity and those of a
border culture is not clearly defined. The struggle to define a people of a border culture is
expressed in “Towards a New Consciousness.” A product of two cultures but never truly
accepted by either, the mestiza consequently “[develops] a tolerance for contradictions, a
tolerance for ambiguity” (79). Through poetic verse and metaphor, Anzaldua expresses her
struggles of being rejected by her culture and country, but also her success in facilitating the
creation of a new culture. She thoughtfully makes connections between herself and others,
driving home the point that injustice against one person reflects injustice against a group of
people: “As long as a woman is put down, the Indian and Black in all of us is put down” (84).
And it is Anzaldua’s call to action—to reject ideas ingrained in women such as the puta/virgin
dichotomy, to voice one’s needs, to demand acceptance by white society—that makes this work
inspiring, influential, and necessary even in today’s political climate. As long as a group of
people is seen as inferior by dominant society, ignorance and oppression will live on.
Ignorance can cause friction in any society. And some people today, intentionally or
unintentionally, remain uninformed about other cultures. History also has the potential to be
white-washed, which contributes to the festering of subjugation. Adding to this issue is the fact
that the history of the Mexican people is a subject not often discussed. Utilizing history and
myth, Anzaldua provides a background of the Mexican people in “The Homeland, Aztlan.” Here,
she shows us the creation and evolution of the Texas-Mexico border people. She describes
ancient Aztecan ancestors, evokes images of the mythical Huitzilopochtli (God of War), and
charts the regions where her Indian, Spanish, and mestiz@ ancestors settled. And, in an attempt
to bring historical fact to white-washed history, explains that Anglos moved into Texas illegally,
pushing tejanos out of their land and subsequently forcing Mexicans to fight a war for their
territory. Although victorious in the Battle of the Alamo, Mexicans would be labeled “cowardly”
and “villainous” (6). Anzaldua’s attention to history and myth shine a light on a narrative that is
not recognized by many, and even today, we still see some individuals in power perpetuate the
villainous stigma attached to the Mexican people.
Finally, a major factor contributing to the longevity of Borderlands is the borderland
theory itself. In the preface of her book, Anzaldua makes it clear that while she deals with the
physical border of the Texas-Mexico region, she also deals with universal borders not unique to
this area: psychological borderlands, sexual borderlands, and spiritual borderlands. “Othered”
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through various aspects of her identity—being a queer woman of color—she provides us with
discussions with messages transcend the physical Texas-Mexico border region. Borderlands is a
straightforward, necessary ruthless critique of both American society’s treatment of Mexican
people and culture as well as Mexican culture’s own inherent patriarchal values. Anzaldua
unapologetically calls out patriarchy and other issues within the culture while simultaneously
validating and appreciating her own culture and identity. This work has served to ground the
struggles of a border people and give a voice to Chicana women. It adds to the conversation
started by early feminists and Chican@ theorists and can be paired with other works that discuss
the cultural realities of the Mexican and Chican@ culture, such as works written by Sandra
Cisneros, Americo Paredes, Octavio Paz, and many more. Borderlands has remained relevant for
over 30 years and will very likely continue to live on, with its theories and ideas discussed, cited,
and expanded on by new generations of Chican@ scholars.
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